At a time when there is a health care crisis in the United States, there is widespread appeal to religious healing of various types. Adequate research in this area is limited. Terms such as "ecstasy" are used inconsistently, limiting the usefulness of the term, producing confusion rather than understanding. A cross-cultural comparative perspective is offered.
I gave you the title for this talk, back in January. That now seems a long time ago. The world looked a bit different then. I hope, however, that what I want to say to you today still has some relevance.
First, then, let me start by saying a word about my title: In recent months I have been intrigued by the great current interest in religious healing as well as in various expressions of concern about the prevalence of what is being called "Ecstasy Deprivation" in contemporary society. All of this, I suggest, needs to be put in context, namely by reference to both secular society and the current Age of Anxiety, as it is being called.
The industrial societies are generally considered to be secular in nature, and the United States might be expected to be more secular than most since, unlike some of the others, it does not have a state religion, and it has the constitutional separation of church and state the others lack. And yet, compared with the European countries, it has the highest percentage of church membership, church participation, and people who say they believe in God. It also has the greatest variety of religions.
i But perhaps precisely because there has been no history of government sponsored religion, variety has flourished. Moreover, this country has experienced, over and over again, movements of religious enthusiasm, and even religious panic, both of which seem to have some connection to crises within the society. Right now, this society doesn't look all that secular.
As for the Age of Anxiety: this is a term that has become popular in this country since 9/11. I call it "new" because, like the reference to an Axis (as in Axis of Evil, with Evil having religious as well moral overtones), the term has been dug up by some archaeologist of rhetoric from the remains of World War II. It was the English poet W.H. Auden who first wrote about an
Age of Anxiety in a 1939 poem. It was anxiety about the war about to begin.
The phrase was then widely used. But when, since 1939, have we lived in an anxiety-free, war-free environment?
But before I get to the heart of the matter, let me bring in a bit of personal academic history:
When I began to consider what I might talk to you about, it struck me,--not for the first time--how the status of the concept of consciousness has changed over the course of my academic life. Among my first teaching assignments at Ohio State, starting in 1949, was a course on the then popular topic of Culture and Personality, the precursor of Psychological Anthropology. I was part of a sociology department and the course had to be listed as social psychology, not anthropology--but that is a separate story.
Given the dearth of text books, I used, among other readings, the then recent comprehensive volume on Personality by Gardner Murphy. The term "consciousness " does not appear in the index. However, having recently returned from Haiti where I had learned something about possession trance in the context of vodou ritual, I was struck by Murphy's discussion of cases of multiple personality as described by Morton Prince (1906) and the similarities between the two phenomena, and I puzzled about them.
(Checking the volume as I write this, I discovered a bookmark still lodged at the relevant place). These 19th century phenomena were understood as clearly pathological. They also offered a look at the process of dissociation and hence at the unconscious. As Murphy notes, dissociation is in itself not pathological and can be experimentally produced in hypnosis. And, of course, research on dissociation in hypnosis has grown apace over the years.
The view of multiple personality as pathological was paralleled at the time by a similar understanding of possession trance in vodou by a Haitian physician, J. C. Dorsainvil (1931) , who explained the phenomenon by referring to the Haitian's "hereditary nervous instability," which he ascribed (2000), the systematic study of consciousness is now again a realistic and respectable enterprise.
In the past fifty-some years then, we have come a long way both with regard to consciousness in popular culture and in philosophy, and also in psychology, in neuroscience and psychoneuroimmunology and, of course, in anthropology, including cognitive archaeology, some of whose practitioners are particularly interested in the possible shamanistic origins of rock art. call for an ecstasy machine is based on a strong warning: "whatever you want to call our culture," she writes,"--Western, capitalist, male-dominated, And now we hear not only of the excitement and thrill of war but also of its "ecstatic dimension" (Talk of the Nation, NPR 3/17).
What isn't generally pointed out is that trance states are addictive.
People can get hooked on the endogeneous opiates linked to these states as they do to exogenous ones. Jean Rouche, in his great film, les maîtres fous, you may recall, comments with respect to one listless man, that he was suffering from the fact that he had not experienced a trance state in a week. If lack of ecstasy is bad for you, ecstasy is said to be part of healing.
However, as we have seen, the terms "ecstasy" and the broader term, "altered states," are often used synonymously, which leads, at times, to some speak not of "health insurance," but of "assurance maladie," i.e., "illness insurance," perhaps reflecting a more realistic view.
If we are apparently in dire straights, think about Haiti, the poorest country in the Hemisphere and one of the world's poorest, where the United
States has embargoed $500 million in humanitarian aid, for political reasons.
The consequences are drastic: for example, because there is no country-wide vaccination program, there is polio. Government and private clinics sell or prescribe drugs people can't afford to buy. And more (Farmer et al. 2003) .
Given the interest in religions in this country, in its numerous and highly diverse forms, it is not surprising that these two concerns have come together. Moreover, concern with health is often an expression of general anxiety engendered by the conditions of people's personal lives, the economy, the fear of terrorism, and the state of the world as well. Both religious and secular forces in this country seem to establish a link between sickness and guilt.
All of this produces stress and stress, as we know, is bad for your health. Situations not under the individual's control are particularly stressful.
Stress, we know now, is not "all in your head," but indeed in your hormones and in your immune system. At the same time, you are said to be largely What, then, have we learned by this unsystematic review? It is clear that we live in a society and in a period that has its own particular sets of stresses and the social and political conditions that frame them. Health care needs are not adequately met in a society that prides itself on having the best health care system in the world. On the other hand, some much marketed goals, such a perpetual youth, are unrealistic. Health is seen as a reward for virtue and failure to achieve it, --and failure is how it is viewed, --is a source of guilt--both secular and religious. 
